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I remember him sticking his fingers in the holy 
water font at the front door, blessing himself hur­
riedly, almost making a mockery of the sign of the 
cross but afraid to venture out without a sprinkle 
of the blessed liquid over his face.
Always in a great rush, he'd march off down 
the street, his thick work boots scuffing against 
each other, and the long-handled stiff broom car­
ried proudly on his shoulder. He held it like a rifle 
and he a soldier ready for battle. Although his job 
with the town council only required that he keep 
the gutters in the town clean. Uncle Aidan did his 
job with a prideful sense of his own value, and 
knew his place well enough in the order of things.
Sometimes he complained about cigarette butts 
in the gutters. The discarded dried orange peels he 
did not mind, nor the papers that fluttered and 
danced in the breeze. Cigarette butts were a differ­
ent story. If God meant men and women to smoke, 
he'd have made them into chimneys, Uncle Aidan 
proclaimed at least twice each week.
A handsome man with dark hair, he affected a 
neat trimmed mustache with waxed handlebars 
trained to curve up at the ends. He also had a lovely 
singing voice and w'ith a shake of his fist to the 
sky he regularly admonished God for not provid­
ing an opportunity to prove himself as an opera 
singer.
All that was long ago and talk of it filled the 
mind with memories and images of a man who 
once exhibited strength and pride. All he did now 
was lie upstairs in the bed moaning. He moaned 
night and day, a sound that drove us mad in the 
beginning, but like everything else in life, we got 
used to it so that only when he changed its tone, 
and on occasion began bellowing, did we take any 
notice. The bellowing especially concerned us be­
cause Uncle Aidan might disturb our neighbors, 
old Mister and Missus Maculey on one side, the 
Campbell family on the other.
The Maculey’s had a sweet shop, a tiny place 
cut into their hallway with a miniature counter and 
a few chocolate bars and cigarette boxes displayed 
in the front window. That’s all they sold, sweets 
and cigarettes. When the front door opened a bell 
rang and Mister or Missus Maculey waltzed out, 
sometimes irritated because a customer might have 
disturbed their dinner. They hated kids but liked 
our money. They gave no credit and hung a hand­
made sign on the wall that said No Tick Allowed. 
The couple had one child, a grown daughter, mar­
ried to a lazy man never off the dole. His wife, 
Maeve, was long-suffering, my aunt said, and it 
she met her on the street, the two women stood 
and talked for a half-hour or longer. The Maculeys 
always asked about Uncle Aidan. If his bellowing 
was particularly loud, they made sure my aunt 
knew he disturbed them. She'd apologize and af­
terward stand at the foot of the stairs screaming up 
to Uncle Aidan, criticizing him for distressing the 
neighbors.
Uncle Aidan had lost whatever ambition he 
once had. The loss of it and the lack of it became a 
regular topic of discussion with the women who 
came nightly to chat with Aunt Mary and pass away 
the long evenings. They said more than that, but in 
tones hushed and secretive as they warmed their 
white stockingless shins at the fire. Although I had 
good hearing and tried always to be within earshot 
of good talk, it was difficult to make sense of their 
complicated chatter, and harder still to know what 
they really thought about the bellowing man up­
stairs.
Mary Kerley married Aidan Cavanaugh over 
twenty years before and something of a mystery 
clung to the marriage. Perhaps he was previously 
married and his wife died. Once I overheard a con­
versation between my aunt and a neighbor about 
Uncle Aidan's first wife and I was never sure 
whether she died in childbirth or in a boat accident
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on a lake. When he had a forlorn sad look, I won­
dered if he was thinking about her but never had 
the courage to ask. Posing such a question would 
only give away my forbidden practice of listening 
to the talk of grown-up people.
If Aunt Mary loved Uncle Aidan when they 
married, she did not love him now. Every day she 
yelled up the stairs how much she despised him. 
At night during the fireside visits w ith the women, 
she uttered the ferocious feelings she harbored.
After taking to his bed. Uncle Aidan developed 
terrible habits. The pink wallpaper, strewn with 
blossoming trees and colored birds was a bit dingy, 
and a leak from the previous spring left a stain on 
the wall closest to the bed. It intrigued Uncle Aidan 
and kept him occupied for two days as he picked 
off the paper. The tom wallpaper looked worse than 
the faint splash of seeped rain. When the curtains 
blew and billowed in the breeze, he cursed, and 
tied them in thick knots to weigh them down. He 
screamed curses when we tried to sweep his floor 
and thumped his fist on the brass headboard. He 
forbade all attempts to collect the dust puffs that 
gathered under the beds and moved about into other 
parts of the house.
If he cared not a farthing about keeping the 
room tidy, he was worse about himself. He never 
washed and weeks passed before he'd even accept 
the change of a nightshirt. But. just because he did
not throw the fresh folded garment back in our 
faces, was no guarantee that he'd remove the foul 
one on his back. If he took a notion in his head that 
it would please anyone in the house, especially 
Aunt Mary. Uncle Aidan became defiant and an­
other fortnight could pass before he donned the 
laundered nightshirt.
The mirror over the dressing table turned gray, 
the dust so thick it was possible to scrawl a mes­
sage over its surface. A vase of flowers in front of 
the statue of the Blessed Mother had long ago w ith- 
ered. but Uncle Aidan refused to allow them to be 
touched, despite the odor of fermenting stalks ris­
ing from the rancid interiors of the crystal con­
tainer. The stench was everywhere, but dead flow­
ers and an unbathed body could not match the 
stench of the chamber pot he pushed under the bed.
He jaw ed plenty about its fullness and our un­
willingness to empty the pungent contents. He 
regularly threatened to slosh it out the front bed­
room window and disgrace Aunt Mary before the 
neighbors, maybe even splashing a few. The 
thought tormented her but she took his threats in 
stride and with a shrug declared there was no big­
ger disgrace than being stuck w ith a lazy lump of 
a man who refused work, and did nothing but lie 
in bed and piss the contents of his bladder into a 
pot. Generally he wore her patience thin, forcing 
her into a cranky and contrary mood, and she 
vented her temper on any moving object. She regu­
larly kicked the dog. banged saucepans, slammed 
doors and threatened everyone within eyesight. 
“Empty the rotten chamber pot. you lazy whore- 
master,” she yelled from the bottom of the stairs, 
and when Uncle Aidan responded by moaning 
loudly. Aunt Mary invoked the names of Saint 
Colmcille and Blessed Oliver Plunkett, pleading 
for patience, begging for divine understanding.
“May you hold your water till the two kidneys 
God gave you rot,” was her commonly uttered 
curse. But, as she often remarked during the 
evening fireside chat, there was no satisfaction to 
be derived from the confrontations.
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“There’s no way to shame the likes of him, for 
the only God he worships is the God of Laziness,” 
she exclaimed, her sighs enticing words of encour­
agement from her companions, who agreed sol­
emnly that she was nothing less than a saint for 
carrying such a hard and heavy cross. “Ah! The 
truth is, Mary, you're a marvel of a woman, a real 
jewel who bears her trouble without a complaint," 
commented Granny Byme, smiling at the absur­
dity of her declaration.
Constantly, Uncle Aidan begged Mary for a 
cigarette and when she refused, substituting instead 
a string of insults and obscenities longer than the 
Litany of the Saints, he retaliated by moaning 
louder. The woman, undaunted and unmoved, ridi­
culed his laziness, mocked the fakery of his illness 
and thanked him for assuring her eternity in 
Heaven.
"It's a hell on earth you put me through, you 
rotten lazy good-for-nothing whore’s bastard,” 
she’d scream and Uncle Aidan’s response was a 
series of pathetic moans that disgusted and frus­
trated her even further.
"He has my head demented,” she told the 
women, who never failed her with words of en­
couragement and understanding. At the same time, 
they agreed that for love nor money they would 
not put up with it themselves.
The women provided solace for Aunt Mary, 
who welcomed them warmly and never begrudged 
them a pot or two of strong tea, hot scones or freshly 
baked bread with currants and candied peel that 
sparkled like rubies when sliced with the sharp 
bread knife.
The women provided comfort, but were also 
an audience for Uncle Aidan. who groaned and 
moaned louder for their benefit in the hopes of in­
voking sympathy.
My uncle, once good-looking, talked gently 
and sang pleasant songs from operas, especially 
the songs from Gilbert and Sullivan. Aunt Mary 
seemed jealous of any attention shown him and 
admonished that we pay him no heed. She scoffed
critically about his made-up arias. Although I never 
let on for fear of deepening her annoyance, he had 
a talent I greatly admired. I often pictured him 
guiding a gondola up and down the canals of 
Venice, singing his songs to beautiful women and 
men who booked ages in advance to hear Aidan 
Cavanaugh from Dundalk, County Louth, Ireland.
He hated the harsh guttural sound of the Irish 
tunes and thought them crude and belittling of love. 
“If we keep the softness in life, and the sweetness 
in love, the rest will follow, and all will be grand,” 
he often declared, slapping his knee for effect, then 
throwing his head back to sing the opening bars of 
“Flow Gently, Sweet Afton.”
When Uncle Aidan gave up his job on the Town 
Council Corporation, he did not let on to a soul he 
had no notion of going back to sweeping streets. 
His hair turned gray, almost overnight it seemed, 
and the mustache that was always combed, moist­
ened with hair cream and trained upwards at the 
ends, became carelessly tangled and stained by 
tobacco and strong tea.
His teeth, once as white as the mother-of-pearl 
rosary he presented me the morning of my First 
Communion, turned yellow and I believed this was 
somehow caused by the constant moaning and the 
stench from the chamber bucket. I vowed to empty 
it more regularly.
I did not mind the moaning, but I hated the 
smell that clung to everything in the front bedroom. 
We took to closing the door, a custom that annoyed 
Uncle Aidan greatly and forced him to moan louder, 
especially just before lunch and dinner time when 
he became impatient for his food tray.
"It's in the bloody zoo up in the Phoenix Park 
he should be,” Aunt Mary complained. “He bel­
lows louder than the lions and tigers, and nothing 
shuts him up until his belly is full.”
One day I climbed the stairs with his lunch, 
steeling myself against the pungent odor that 
caused the knotted curtains to hang limp and life­
less on the windows. Uncle Aidan moaned softly 
and his eyes stared sorrowfully at the tray. As I
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stood by the bed waiting for him to smooth the 
blanket and draw up his knees to balance the tray, 
he surveyed the tray skeptically.
“You're my good sweet girl, now skip down 
them bloody stairs quick as a sparrow and bring 
me a plate of bread and butter and a wee dish of 
straw jam ,” he said, remembering the play word 
we once used for the sweet ruby jam. “Is it bread 
and jam he wants?” screeched Aunt Mary below 
in the kitchen. She hated what the man upstairs 
had become and wanted nothing more than for him 
to go back to work sweeping the streets.
“Give the lamer one thick slice. Scrape the 
butter on, then scrape it off, and to hell with the 
jam. Let him get out of the bed and go to work. 
He’s got the mouth for jam ,” she muttered disgust­
edly.
Despite her tone and her obvious unwilling­
ness to cooperate, as soon as she was distracted I 
buttered thick slices of brown soda bread and cov­
ered them lavishly with red jam. I felt sorry for 
Uncle Aidan lying on gray soiled sheets, breath­
ing in that awful odor all day and night. 1 knew the 
sweet treat would cheer him.
I heard him move as I reached the landing. 
When I entered the room he was standing without 
a stitch of clothes, his hands holding a bulge of 
round flesh that hung from the bottom of his stom­
ach.
I expected blood to gush forth from this ter­
rible affliction, and although he was smiling at me 
and winking, I realized in an instant that he was, 
indeed, dying, and standing up in a momentary rush 
of strength for the very last time.
As the dying man reached out to me. his eyes 
glazed, his stale breath coming in short loud gasps, 
I slipped from his grasp and rushed down the stairs, 
taking them easily three at a time. I roared the hor­
ror of the scene upstairs and pleaded that we send 
immediately for Father Campbell.
Seeing the urgency. Aunt Mary made a quick 
sign of the cross and invoked the name of Jesus. 
Battling a shortness of breath, she mounted the
stairs.
“Be the holy Jaysus! You rotten bastard, show­
ing that filthy thing to the girl. You blackguard. 
You filthy scum. It'd be too good for you to rot in 
hell, but that’s where you’re going, and God al­
mighty, it won't be soon enough,” she screamed.
She descended the stairs, bringing with her the 
tray with the untouched bowl of barley soup and 
the bread generously piled with strawberry jam. 
"Let the rotten cur starve to death,” she said, slam­
ming the tray on the kitchen table.
I knew instinctively from her reaction that 
whatever was ailing him. he was in no danger of 
dying. While 1 was given strict orders not to go 
into his room again. I felt sorry for him. not so 
much because of the bulging flesh growing from 
the bottom of his stomach but because I could hear 
his muffled sobs the entire afternoon.
That night, when the usual group of neighbor­
hood women came for tea, they were very solici­
tous toward me. When I brought in the tea tray. 
Granny Byrne patted my hand, clucking a com­
forting tut-tut with her tongue. She patted my hand 
saying there, there, you had a bad time of it today, 
love, just put it out of your head. I nodded, but did 
not understand. Mrs. Broughton called Uncle Aidan 
a dirty filthy blackguard showing his accouter­
ments to a child. Jaysus! exclaimed Molly Curley, 
that's a queer and a grand name for his pee-pee. It 
was only then that I knew the bulging flesh arising 
from Uncle Aidan’s stomach was where he peed.
Uncle Aidan, knowing full well the women 
were downstairs, groaned loudly and mournfully, 
like a banshee keening at a graveside. He was so 
persistent, his moans and whines intruded upon the 
chatter below, forcing the women to pass comment. 
“And how’s himself, Mrs. Cavanaugh?” Imelda 
inquired.
“The chest on him sounds awful bad tonight, 
that wheezin' could be heard in the next county. 
Are you not going to send for Doctor Magee?” she 
asked. Mary never let an opportunity escape to ridi­
cule the man up in the bed. He'd been her husband
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for twenty-two years and in the last twelve months 
had not worked a single day.
“By the Holy Christ and his Blessed Mother 
above, if 1 lay hands on him it’ll be to scald the 
flesh off him right up there in the bed,’’ she threat­
ened. “God of almighty, he’s as fit as a fiddle, and 
him lying up there day and night with no intention 
of working,” she lamented. The women clucked 
their tongues in sympathy, each of them individu­
ally scourged by some form of Irish manhood. They 
warmed their hands to the fire and agreed that it 
was a terrible thing entirely that had befallen Mr. 
Cavanaugh.
“Well now,” droned old Mrs. Byrne. “There’s 
one thing that can be said and I’ll take the liberty 
of sayin’ it now. The Irish men. Ah! They’re a great 
bunch altogether with a grand gift for looking for 
work in bed. Jesus be good to them. It’s laziness 
they will never offend. Am I right, or am I wrong?” 
There was nothing to be said, so the women nod­
ded in agreement and praised Aunt Mary for her 
fortitude in a time of such grave trial.
Mary had not been a real wife to Aidan 
Cavanaugh for at least a dozen years. When she 
afforded herself the luxury of some deep thinking, 
especially in that quiet period when she examined 
her conscience before weekly confession at St. 
Malachy’s, she realized that the man started moan­
ing when she first refused him the use of her body. 
It was as if he had given up hope entirely, and she 
saw the flame flicker and die in his eyes. “It's a 
receptacle for the soul, it won’t be a vessel for your 
scum,” she sneered one night, enraged as he groped 
over her with his hands, his fingernails embedded 
with black dirt from the streets. When he lay close 
to her she could smell the lingering odors of cow 
dung and dried orange skins that rotted in the gut­
ter. There were other smells, but she hated most 
the touch of his coarse hands moving roughly and 
awkwardly over her body. His job was low and 
embarrassing to her. He pushed a broom and a 
wheelbarrow and swept the streets. He even swept 
the dung deposited on the road by the horses pull­
ing the baker and the fisherman’s wagons.
Mary Cavanaugh was not a vain woman. She 
came from the country, had a modest rearing and 
relocated to the town to meet a man she could 
marry. She knew well enough she was no raving 
beauty, but she had a refined side and an easy man­
ner, and when she took the hairpins out of her black 
bun at night she often reflected that if she worked 
at it, a man far better than the filthy lazy lump in 
the next room might put her in a class of desirable.
Her hair cascaded down her back, framing the 
face that had long ago lost its softness and was 
permanently locked in a look of intense disgust. 
The twists from the bun left creases in the black 
mane and fell like waves across her back.
Her skin was white, for it had never been ex­
posed to sun, and if her fleshy abdomen hung down 
in folds and ripples to the tops of her heavy thighs, 
she knew tricks with corsets and steel stays so that 
the flesh could be harnessed, compressed and cam­
ouflaged.
At night in the bed alone, when her shivering 
from the cold sheets subsided, she often ran her 
hand over her stomach that flattened when she lay 
on her back. To her own touch, it felt soft and 
smooth as the velvet on the sofa in the front room 
of Father Sweeney’s parish house. She occasion­
ally dared to think she was sensual. Once on holi­
day in the Isle of Man, she filled in a newspaper 
survey that determined a person’s desirability. She 
scored high and it pleased her.
Sometimes her hand wandered to the tuft of 
hair that curled around her private area, and she 
wondered if it was wrong the way she had exam­
ined those red secret areas through a looking glass 
when she was younger. She could tell from the ris­
ing crescendo of groans and moans in the front 
room that the auld fella had his fill of sleep in the 
daytime and would be carrying on right through 
the night. Mary heard him move and knew he was 
reaching for the chamber bucket.
She tried to close her ears to his sloshing, but 
knew by the sound that the enameled container was
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full, and that someone would struggle to carry it 
down for emptying in the morning.
The truth was Uncle Aidan had once intended 
to return to work to finish off the time necessary to 
collect his pension from the County Council. 
Jamsie Gilmore, the queer fellow next door, dis­
couraged him and urged that he not be a foolish 
man, advising that he take sick pay, then go back 
to complete the time requirements for a pension. 
Uncle Aidan heeded the advice, not because he 
trusted Jamsie Gilmore, who hadn’t worked a day 
in ten years and became daft after the chaps on the 
railroad locked him in a boiler room overnight. But 
the advice suited Uncle Aidan, and matched his 
ebbing ambition. Jamsie’s coaxing was not only 
welcomed, it was followed to the letter.
In the beginning. Uncle Aidan never spent the 
entire day in bed. He'd wash and shave, sharpen­
ing the straight razor on a long black belt that he 
called his strop. He’d dress and come downstairs 
and Aunt Mary, surging with hope for his return to 
sweeping, would offer a half-pack of his favorite 
Kerry Blue cigarettes. Out into the back garden 
he'd go, signaling up to the window next door 
where Jamsie Gilmore, in his queerness, sat day 
after day. The two men walked to the back of their 
adjoining gardens, out the gate and stood at the 
back of the wall talking and smoking for hours.
Uncle Aidan reacted with amazement when 
Elizabeth and her three children settled in. sharing 
beds and sofas. When he confronted Aunt Mary, 
she shrugged and said there was nothing she could 
do but offer her widowed sister and her children a 
roof over their heads. He screamed. He called the 
widow a bitch. He called her children giggling skit­
ters. He threatened to flog them with his shaving 
strop. He moaned. He bellowed and he swore to 
himself that now he would never get out of bed.
Despite himself, and to his surprise, he came 
to enjoy their presence and especially the atten­
tion they gave him. Dr. Magee came once a week, 
more to annoy and insult him than to administer 
medical care. “Aidan, my good man, there isn’t a
damn thing wrong with you. The groaning and 
moaning is a habit. Don't you see that it’s for ef­
fect, there’s not a bloody thing wrong with your 
chest. Get up out of there like the decent man you 
are and go back to your job. The gutters in the town 
are eagerly awaiting the strokes of your brush.”
But Uncle Aidan only groaned and moaned 
louder and longer. The day he heard Lizzie was 
going to America to make her fame and fortune, 
leaving the three orphans behind in his house, his 
determination became more entrenched. He would 
never leave the bed. He would never work again.
His habits grew worse. He took to spitting in 
the chamber bucket, the spittle coming deep from 
his throat, gurgling up in massive heaves in his 
chest, emerging finally in a rolling sound that was 
both sickening and disgusting. The white masses 
of phlegm floated on top of the bucket that long 
ago replaced the chamber pot and Mary told the 
women that the house must be filled with consump­
tion and perhaps, even typhoid.
“God preserve all here,” exclaimed Mrs. Byrne, 
clutching her scrawny chest with one hand, while 
she blessed herself hurriedly with the other. “Ah! 
With the help of God. the old man will soon be 
back on the job,” she sighed. Hopelessness rang 
strong in her voice and she shook her head and 
stared mournfully into the fire.
One day early in June when the Irish spring 
naturally blends into a summer's day. Uncle Aidan 
got up and, using his ivory-handled shaving brush, 
smothered his face with foaming soap worked into 
a lather from the contents of the brown cracked 
mug. He shaved. He tidied his mustache and de­
scended the stairs wearing his good trousers held 
up with brown elastic braces. As he didn’t bother 
fastening his collar there was no need for a neck­
tie, but he put on his waistcoat and took a short 
walk to the bottom of the garden, bending to pick 
an occasional weed from the flowerbeds.
Cheered by the sight. Aunt Mary scurried about 
in a great humor and created an enormous flurry 
of giddy excitement.
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"Thanks be to the good Jesus and Mary above, 
and thanks to the Holy Family, one and all. My 
prayers have been answered,” she exclaimed, and 
put on the kettle for tea. I was dispatched down to 
the garden to tell Uncle Aidan he could come in 
for tea and a warm piece of apple tart. Delighted 
with the invitation, he sat contentedly at the table 
while Mary hurried about and patted his head sev­
eral times. It was more a sign of encouragement 
than affection, but Uncle Aidan smiled while Aunt 
Mary remarked it was a fine warm day. She put on 
her hat and coat and rushed to Saint Malachy’s to 
light a candle in thanksgiving. To prolong the cel­
ebration and feeling of good will, she brought home 
sweet buns from Emer’s Bakery.
Before that happy day was over. Aunt Mary 
put pen to paper and wrote letters to her daughters 
in London. She urged them to plan a holiday at 
home with their English husbands.
"Your Daddy has made a miraculous recovery 
and is up and dressed and out in the garden. It'll 
only be a matter of time now before he’s back at 
the corporation,” she wrote, and sent me off im­
mediately to post the letters. So great was her hap­
piness she gave me sixpence to buy sweets at Lucy 
Larkin’s and an ice cream at The Roma.
With Uncle Aidan gone from the room, Mary 
washed the walls. She threw open the windows, 
cleaned them until they sparkled in the afternoon 
sun, and replaced the limp curtains with a fresh 
crisp pair. In a rush of boundless energy, she dusted
off the picture of the Sacred Heart, adjusted the 
crucifix over the bed, waxed and shined the flow­
ered linoleum floor until it gleamed. The mattress 
was turned on its side and aired at the open win­
dow. She made the bed with clean-smelling lin­
ens. Pillows were fluffed, the covers turned down, 
and Mary even tucked a double package of Kerry 
Blues under Uncle Aidan's pillow for a nice sur­
prise.
When she descended the stairs to make the 
evening tea she was in such good humor she 
hummed to herself. At teatime she even took out 
the cherished Christmas fruitcake and after a few 
thin slices were cut, it was carefully returned to 
the dark confines of the tin with its interior coat­
ing of muslin cloth moist with pungent vapors from 
the whiskey bottle.
Uncle Aidan frowned and coughed and ap­
peared uneasy when Aunt Mary told him about her 
chance encounter with Paddy Flynn, his foreman 
on the town council. She pretended she just 
bumped into him outside the post office, never 
letting on that she actually went to his office at 
the Town Hall. Uncle Aidan shuffled around the 
kitchen a few times, walked out into the garden 
for a smoke and then ascended the stairs. He 
loved the attention she had given him, but it was 
not enough to keep him on his feet. He stayed in 
bed and went for weeks, urinating, spitting, and 
moaning without leaving the room. In no time 
at all the stench was back and the curtains had
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the same limp yellowed look as before.
The daughters did come home, one at a time, 
talking with an affected accent they picked up in 
England. They brought their silk dresses and tai­
lored suits and sw eet-talk ing husbands who 
smelled of women's perfume. They played cards 
for money during the afternoon and at night sent 
out to Cassidy’s Cafe for a whole block of ice cream 
and paper bags full of steaming chips deliciously 
oozing vinegar vapors.
Uncle Aidan left his bed for the first round of 
visitors, but only long enough to have a picture 
taken w ith the Brownie camera outside the garden 
shed. He was stubborn and would not hold the dog. 
Nor would he pose with a chicken from Mrs. 
Maculey’s hen house or with Mrs. Gilmore's cat. 
Everyone said it was a waste developing a snap­
shot of him just standing there at the shed, so a 
crowd of us stood beside him to be sure to get the 
full value from the camera box. When the other 
two daughters arrived for their Irish holiday. Uncle 
Aidan told them he was slowly dying. He said it 
was consumption that made him moan all night 
and all day, and he complained bitterly and said 
Doctor Magee could be classified as a useless doc­
tor. “God made a right mistake putting him here. 
It's in Africa he belongs, prancin' half-naked w ith 
them witch doctors,” he declared, his tone pitiful, 
as he pleaded for attention.
After the holidays, a determined Aunt Mary 
went to the mahogany wardrobe, dressed herself 
in her only gray wool tailored suit and white silk 
blouse, and went to see Patsy Flynn, the corpora­
tion foreman. When she arrived home she an­
nounced to Uncle Aidan she had learned all the 
necessary details of his impending retirement. It 
was a cinch, she said, mere child’s play. All he had 
to do was show his good intentions by returning to 
the streets for six weeks. “Aren't they just after 
tellin' me that you don't really have to clean, just 
make like you're moving the bloody brush. Re­
port daily for six weeks and we'll be granted the 
pension for the rest of your days,” she implored.
Uncle Aidan moaned loudly and let on that he 
had no strength to move even his bowels. “Isn’t it 
dying I am, woman, and you forcing me out of the 
bed and back to the streets. It’s dying I am. I'm  
telling you. Sweet Sacred Heart of Jesus, take me 
as soon as you can, deliver me from this cursed 
woman and this hard harsh world. For Jaysus’ sake, 
will you give a dyin' man a smoke, a last cigarette 
before I meet my maker.”
Uncle Aidan cried unconvincingly; no tears 
flowed down his cheeks. Aunt Mary said nothing. 
She turned away, her face grim. She lifted herself 
from the side of the bed and walked down the stairs 
w ith a totally dejected air.
“Get on your bicycle and go to Doctor Magee's 
house and ask him to come at once,” she demanded 
when she reached the bottom of the stairs.
Nurse Reagan opened the door and ushered me 
into the front waiting room Filled with gorgeous 
furniture and a big bouquet of sweet-smelling roses 
on the table. Dr. Magee was friendly since the death 
of my father and offered me a sweet from his pocket 
before he put my bike in the boot of his car. I rode 
with him in style, loving the smell of the leather 
seats and the gray carpet on the floor.
We were back within the hour and he left his 
motorcar engine running, and walked with an air 
of resignation into the house. Over a cup of tea 
and a piece of Christmas cake Mary told the story 
about the corporation, the pension, and the require­
ment that her man just show up for work for six 
weeks. She begged that he convince Aidan. He 
climbed the stairs slowly, each heavy foot echoing 
throughout the house. He knocked twice before 
Uncle Aidan gave him permission to enter.
"Get up and get dressed. Wash the grime from 
your face, take a strong laxative and you'll be right 
as rain. You're hardly dying, my good man. You're 
lying there destroying yourself with the laziness 
that has robbed the life from many the Irishman,” 
Dr. Magee said, his tone gruff and impatient.
Nothing budged Uncle Aidan; not even Fa­
ther Callahan, who came and knelt by the bed.
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his nostrils constricting against the stench while 
he offered a prayer for the moaning man. Aunt 
Mary complained to the women visitors. “Sacred 
Heart of Jesus, the cheek of him up there thinking 
he can be kept and him bringing in not even a far­
thing from the dole.”
On the following Monday, the postman brought 
a special letter from the corporation stating that 
unless Aidan reported to work the following Mon­
day, the deadline for the pension would pass. It 
was all there very clearly explained in the letter. 
Unless Aidan Cavanaugh worked, all possibilities 
of a pension would be withdrawn.
Aunt Mary climbed the stairs, her breath com­
ing in heavy spurts. She read the letter and once 
again pleaded. “It’s not like it’s hard work. They 
only want you to make an appearance,” she im­
plored. His only answer was a sorrowful stare and 
an escalation of moans.
Aunt Mary decided he was mad. She said so. 
She said the madness had destroyed him. Once 
again she sent for Dr. Magee. He agreed to threaten 
Uncle Aidan. He further agreed to frighten him into 
activity by ordering him removed to Ardee, the 
mental hospital a few miles outside the town, a 
dismal place where people went in and left only in 
a coffin. “It’s Ardee for you, my good man. Now 
avoid it altogether and get up and go down the town 
and just pretend you’re moving the brush. Pass the 
time with the fellas, it’s only for six weeks,” he 
pleaded.
Uncle Aidan pretended he was delirious. His 
eyes were blank and he acted as if the words were 
not registering. “Just let me die in peace in the arms 
of my maker,” was his faint response.
Doctor Magee gave a dejected shrug. He sat 
for a minute downstairs shaking his head, gazing 
into the fire. "There’s nothing on him, nothing at 
all. but a kind of crippling laziness that happens to 
men of his age. 1 told him he'd be off to Ardee, 
although he's hardly a candidate for the place. Aw! 
Begod, he’s as sane as myself.”
Tormented with rage. Aunt Mary' kicked the
dog, cursed Jesus for forsaking her in this hour of 
her need. She walked the length of the garden but 
could neither curb nor control her temper.
She flung stones at Mrs. Maculey’s chickens, 
when they escaped through the hedges and were 
feeding on fresh manure packed around our rhu­
barb patch. “Keep your bloody fowl in your own 
yard or I’ll twist their necks,” she threatened, and 
picked earwigs off the rose bushes, flinging them 
on the cement path where she vigorously crushed 
them with her shoe. She alternately blamed God 
and Mary, his Mother, and then called upon them 
to intercede.
“It’s not a bloody miracle I’m asking, just to 
get himself out of the bed and on the streets for a 
few weeks,” she screamed. She drank strong tea, 
sitting silently, gazing into the fire. Her face was 
as gray as her mood.
Finally, after long deep thought, she requested 
that someone immediately go into Maculey’s shop 
for a package of Kerry Blues.
She boiled the kettle and when steam was 
emerging from the spout Aunt Mary took the ciga­
rettes from the package, carefully unwrapping them 
from the white paper, breathing deeply as if the 
task was one of great effort engulfing her in a life- 
threatening tiredness. She placed the smokes in a 
large white bowl and poured scalding water over 
them. Their brown spidery contents were immedi­
ately flung asunder, separating from the white tis­
sue-thin wrappers, and the bowl became a steam­
ing pungent gruel of tobacco mush.
Breathing rapidly. Aunt Mary, her face flushed, 
her eyes narrowed into slits, cradled the bowl with 
both hands and climbed the stairs with an impres­
sive burst of determination. Without a free hand, 
she kicked open the door of the bedroom and un­
leashed a scathing criticism of the moaning man.
“You rotten filthy lazy scum. Here’s the Kerry 
Blues, and it’s to scald you with them I should be 
doing,” she screamed. “You’re a whore-master, an 
anti-Christ, a cur. the king of lazy lumps, and it’s 
me that’s the right old fool puttin’ up with your
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carry-on.”
Suddenly she screamed, and there immediately 
occurred a quick scuffle. One sickening thud fol­
lowed another, and Aunt Mary moaned loudly. I 
ran up the stairs, reached the landing and saw Uncle 
Aidan in his nightshirt, his eyes ablaze. Aunt Mary 
down on the bed, her bun askew and the jet-black 
hair dripping with rivulets of blood that flowed 
freely from her skull. He emptied the contents of 
the chamber bucket over her, and slammed its bot­
tom into her face, rendering it a mass of pulp and 
gushing blood.
The presence of another startled him and he 
ceased the beating, giving her enough time to 
struggle to her feet and start down the stairs.
He cursed and taunted her and threw the bucket, 
followed by two crystal dressing table containers, 
after her. His aim was flawless and each object 
flung through the air hit its target and the back of 
Aunt Mary’s head.
She reached the bottom and wept with pain and 
anguish, while I wept with fright and dread. “I have 
to lie down,” she gasped and groped her way to 
the sofa. “Go up there now like a good wee lassie 
and bring me down my shoes, then go for the priest, 
then to the Guard's Barrack and tell them to hurry."
Uncle Aidan was behind the door buttoning his 
old black trousers. “Get out, you skitter, get out 
before I slit your throat or take off your knickers 
and cut you up some more," he hissed, flashing 
his shaving knife. I grabbed the shoes and ran.
The house was suddenly filled with neighbors, 
who administered as best they could to the blood- 
covered woman. Aunt Mary wept with big heav­
ing breaths. The Gardai explained in grave tones 
that they had no recourse but to arrest the man up­
stairs for as the investigator commented earnestly, 
his intention obviously was to murder the poor 
woman and maybe the entire lot of us.
Aunt Mary lay on the sofa. She winced in pain 
and complained of the darkness. Someone sug­
gested sending a messenger to the Barracks to ring 
her daughters in England and Father Callahan, who
had already administered the Last Rites, said, in­
deed, it was a very wise thing to do. So, Imelda 
Smyth was dispatched on a borrowed bicycle and 
attempted to trace down the whereabouts of one 
or all of the three nurses in London. I was given 
the responsibility of fetching Dr. Magee from his 
office on Park Street.
I loved his house, especially after hours when 
the nurse was off duty. Maids seemed always in 
generous abundance and the redheaded one who 
answered the door acted as if the door was hers 
and any intrusion into the house was an intrusion 
into her life.
Dr. Magee was the only medical man in the 
town at the time and understood his patients and 
their families. He brought children into the world, 
saw them grow, and saw them die. He asked me 
about the row, and changed the subject to ask about 
my progress in school.
The likes of Aidan Cavanaugh frustrated him, 
for whatever problem he had could not be detected 
by x-ray or stethoscope. He knew there was ur­
gency but had little hope of accomplishing any 
change.
Dr. Magee debated gravely whether Aunt 
Mary’s sight would ever come back. He sounded 
doubtful, looked dismal and stern when he heard 
the account of the mayhem. He grimly went to the 
foot of the stairs and called to Uncle Aidan.
“No, my good man, you don't have to go to 
work ever again. Just get your belongings. You are 
leaving here, but don’t bother, you won't be need­
ing much in Ardee where you're going and where 
you’ll die.”
Clearly, he was shocked at what he saw. Aunt 
Mary on the sofa was covered with a blanket. 
Granny Byrne and Imelda tried to wash the blood 
from her face, but her hair was matted and begin­
ning to smell. Severe swelling and the beginning 
of a bruise was emerging over her eyes and as Dr. 
Magee stooped down to examine her, he was 
stunned at the severity of the frontal blows and the 
lacerations to the back of her head.
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He again walked to the foot of the stairs and 
yelled to Uncle Aidan to hurry up and come down. 
“You’ve done enough damage to this household," 
he said softly, as if to himself.
A crowd of neighbors and their children con­
gregated outside our front door, either out of curi­
osity or to provide help if needed. Dr. Magee 
sounded Aunt Mary’s heart and lungs and suddenly 
remembered he left his motorcar running. He asked 
me in a very casual way to go out and turn it off 
and I felt full of importance as the crowd parted 
for me and I turned the key and the motor sput­
tered to silence.
Uncle Aidan walked out with the clothes on 
his back and nothing else. He spoke to no one, and 
not once did he look at the woman lying on the 
sofa. He never looked at her, or at us, but silently 
moved through the crowd of neighbors who gath­
ered on the footpath, got into the car beside Dr. 
Magee. They left for the asylum.
We never saw him again, although we lived in 
dread that he'd escape and finish off Aunt Mary, 
and perhaps all of us who he thought had robbed 
him of his home and. perhaps, even his life.
When he groaned and moaned in Ardee, we 
heard that the men on the ward threatened to slit 
his throat. Mad as they were, they complained 
about his using a chamber pot, so Uncle Aidan 
stopped spitting and pissing in a bucket at his bed­
side. got up every day like the rest of the men, and 
walked in the yard. In the summer, they said he 
had his own little patch of garden where he grew 
flowers that were used on the altar in the hospital 
chapel.
His daughters, w hen they came from England 
on holiday, visited him. They brought him a pound 
note, a hunk of Christmas cake with marzipan ic­
ing. chocolate bars, and a package of Kerry Blues, 
which were hard to get because of the rationing 
imposed by the war in Europe. They always came 
back strained by the visit but glad to tell Aunt Mary 
she had nothing to worry about, their Daddy was 
secure and would never escape.
Her vision continued to be blurred and she saw 
only on bright days, and then only shadows. It was 
necessary to fix her hair carefully around her face 
to cover the scars that were deep and ugly on her 
forehead and along the right cheek.
Sometimes in the early evenings, the two of us 
would sit by the fire, toasting bread on a long fork 
held close to the red embers. Aunt Mary caressed 
my hair, winding it around her fingers. “You’re a 
great girl,” she sighed one night. “But don’t ever 
tell anyone the kind of beating he gave me that 
day because maybe, after all, it was me who pro­
voked it. Just don’t tell anyone, and be off with 
you now and butter the toast and the scones for the 
tea while I set the table. Surely to God, I can still 
do that much.”
The house was quiet, its inhabitants peaceful. 
The grimy sheets were no more, and the sweat- 
soaked bloodstained wool blankets had been dis­
patched to the town dump. The room was aired for 
weeks and the night air allowed to flow freely 
through the windows.
The light rain even spattered on the inside sill, 
and we ignored its gentle beading on the floor be­
cause it served as a purifier.
The groans and moans were gone forever; and 
slowly even the foul smell ebbed away. The win- 
dowpanes shone once again and lace curtains, crisp 
with starch, framed the small windows. A smiling 
photo of the Pope replaced the grim picture of the 
Sacred Heart and twice a week a bouquet of roses 
from the garden filled the vase on the dressing 
table.
Aunt Mary announced one night that she had 
half a notion to rent the room. “A lodger,” she hap­
pily declared, "and preferably, of the male gen­
der." Perhaps, she mused, one of those young bright 
chaps who lived in Cavan or Roscommon and 
worked on the Dundalk Railway.
At night, she'd lie in the next room listening to 
his even breathing, and marvel at the absence of 
moaning.
2 4 W E S T V I E W
